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a realistic view

JOHN ADAIR

The Changing Economy of
Southwest Indian Arts and Crafts
Any assessment of Indian arts and crafts of the present day must take
into account the position of the artist in the context of his own
rapidly changing society.
Southwest Indian life has changed tremendously in the last twentyfive years-perhaps more so than in the preceding fifty years. This
rapid change is essentially a local variant of the technological and
social revolution which is going on in other parts of the world-Africa,
Southeast Asia, and in the Americas south of us.
Everywhere we see Indian peoples who, as recently as 1940, were
largely dependent on a subsistence economy, now dependent on a
wage and cash economy. In the American Southwest over-usage of soil
resources has caused severe erosion on the land. This has been primanly
due to over-grazing. Govemment-enforced livestock regulations have
curtailed to a marked degree the income of many Indian groups who
had been dependent on livestock production. As in many foreign areas,
the land will no longer support an increased human population-an
increase that has been in large part due to modem medical science and
public health practice. As a result, these Indian groups, like peoples in
tribal life elsewhere, have had to seek a living away from their homes,
and in this case, away from their lands held in trust by the Federal
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Government. In 1936, 54 percent of the total Navajo income was
derived from agriculture and stock raising; in 1956, only 11 percent.
In the Southwestern United States this tendency is of recent origin,
going back only to the war years when Indians by the many thousands
left their homes to enter into war industries. This trend to off-reservation employment continued after the war and is accelerating with the
passing of each decade.
In 1956 more than half the total individual Navajo income was derived from wage work independent of reservation resources. There are
considerably more than ten thousand Navajos living away from home
all of the time. The largest employers of Indian labor are the railroads
of the Western states. In 1956 more than six thousand Navajos earned
ten million dollars from this one source. In 1940 the average per capita
income was $81.89 (less than five million dollars total individual income) and this figure, by 1956, had risen to $450 per capita (thirty-five
million dollars total) .
An ever increasing number of Indians have established themselves
as residents in Southwestern cities. Again, this is part of a larger worldwide migration of rural peoples to urban areas. Additional thousands
have been relocated to cities on the West Coast and elsewhere under
the Department of the Interior's Relocation program.
Indian craftsmen have been affected by this economic revolution.
Weavers, potters, silversmiths~ and painters are now pawns in the wagelabor market. Formerly their crafts brought in some cas4, or gave them
purchasing power in the local trading post to supplement the family
subsistence economy. At that time other forms of employment did not
compete for their skills. This change which is p~rt of the general westernization process has; of course, given the craftsman a sense of the
value of time as an eocnomic commodity, which he did not have before,
and of the worth of his labor.
The result has been a great increase in the price of Indian handicrafts, which has also been affected by our inflationary national economy. Now that Indian artists are more closely tied into our wage
economy, they place a cash value on their time, and we find that each
year smaller and more quickly made pieces take the place of more
substantial items which require not only more time to make but demand muclI greater skills. Twenty years ago the pottery stands on the
highways near 'Santo Domingo and Acoma contained many large olIas;
today ashtrays and small pieces comprise the bulk of what is displayed

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol29/iss1/6

2

Adair: The Changing Economy of Southwest Indian Arts and Crafts

XXIX:l

Southwest Indian .Arts & Crafts

99

for the passing tourist. For identical reasons, some of the water-color
artists trained in the government schools have turned to making silkscreen prints which can be produced in quantity and at a much lower
price.
The craft of the silversmith has undergone great change during these
last twenty years. During the war the population of the Southwest was
greatly augmented by service men stationed in the area and by workers
in the war industries. The Department of the Interior, through the
Indian Arts and Crafts Board, was able to get an exemption to War
Production Board regulations; this action released raw silver for Indian
craftsmen.
Prior to the war the only major markets for Indian silvercraft outside
of the local Southwestern ones were to be found in the National Parks,
primarily those in the West. Today markets are well established all
over the country from Florida to California. Gallup producers who
employ bench methods and who also purchase jewelry,from reservation
craftsmen keep approximately twelve full-time traveling salesmen on
the road selling Navajo and Zuni jewelry-this, of course, is in adQition
to their local and mail-order business.
During these years this craft has also developed in both variety of
design and types of pieces produced. This development is primanly due
to the fact that the craft of the silversmiths is better able to compete
with the wages in industry. Also, it exceeds wages in menial emplOyment that many Indians in other lines of craft work-basket-makers,
for example-must accept fOf a livelihood.
Time spent in fabricating any craft item in a wage economy means
that the craft worker must speed up production time in order to make
a living-the ashtrays bring more per hour expended than the ollas-no
matter how beautiful the larger pieces may be. But the silversmith has
been aided by new methods of production. First of all, bench work, in
Gallup and elsewhere, has made for greater efficiency and has eliminated the considerable expense of distribution and collection of raw
materials. In the second place, the craftsmen now are able to work with
silver sheet of all different gauges (the identical materials that have for
a long time been available to craft workers all over the country). The .
craftsman who is more than that-who is a fine artist-may be selective
in the materials and tools he chooses to use in his work. The better
smiths tend still to make their own urain-drops" rather than solder on
prefabricated ropes of such drops made at the refinery. Less skilled
craftsmen, who are not known individually for their fine work, use such
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prefabricated parts as it speeds up their work. But in any case the slug
of heavy gauge silver that had to be beaten out by hammer has gone
out of general use. Nor is it likely to return. Such primitive methods of
production had to go if the craft was going to expand.
Thus, silversmithing, unlike some of the other Indian crafts, is geared
more closely to the economy of the day. Twenty years ago the silversmith who worked on the reservation was dependent on the local trader
for his raw materials as well as for the purchase of the finished goods.
This too has changed. With money coming in from other sources the
. silversmith is able to drive to town with his wares and sell them to
dealers there. Often he will own the raw materials himself and sell on
a free lance basis. Others still use supplies farmed out by the dealers.
Many more work at bench shops in cities reaching all the way from
Phoenix to Taos-and more still for the manufacturers who employ
Indian labor to operate heavy machinery and tum out cheaply produced
pieces for the mass market.
These changes in methods of distribution, production and merchandising have had to be introduced in order for producers (primarily
wholesalers) to compete for markets with those shops that use such
machinery. There are also a limited number of shops which also use
bench methods and produce very high quality silver craft-work that
may be compared with the finest Scandinavian ware-which is made
for a limited luxury market. Such craft work is geared to retail business
only.
Thus, there are three distinct markets for jewelry and other silver
craft-the fine arts market, which includes the collectors of Indian antiquities, the Indian curio market, and the market for costume jewelry
-although anyone outlet may reach all of these markets.
This fluid situation-expanding markets, changing technology and
design (and it should be added that these new production methods
have by no means restricted design but have enhanced it) -has enabled silversmiths trained in the Bureau of Indian Affairs Schools to
continue in the work for which they were educated. Weavers, on the
other hand, after graduating from the same schools, cannot support
their families by such work due to a frozen means of production-the
vertical loom and spindle-spun yam. The Navajo rug weaver is able to
earn, at best, twenty cents an hour for her work: scouring, carding,
spinning, dyeing, stringing the loom, and finally, the weaving itself.
Very few of the younger girls now going to school will pursue that
craft in the future simply because they cannot afford to do so. These
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girls will seek jobs as typists, waitresses and domestic help, any of which
will bring much more money into the family. Or, they will tum to
silverwork,as they have been doing for the last twenty years.
If the craft of the weaver is going to flourish as has that of the silversmith, new modes of production, new types of craft products, and new
markets will have to be developed. There are good reasons for introducing new types of handloomed fabrics which would not compete
with the rug market. Horizontal looms could be introduced and handspun. tweeds produced. The raw materials are here in the Southwest,
and techncially these wools can be used on the horizontal loom, as Mr.
James Grandstaff proved in his now forgotten studies made for the
Government at the Wingate Sheep Laboratory twenty years ago.
Scouring and carding machines will have to be introduced, but the
wools may still be hand spun and retain the same quality as hand spun
fabrics made by handicraft workers everywhere.
Modem technology would be to the economic advantage of the
Indian weavers. As it is many girls with good training now go to work
in necktie factories in Santa Fe and Albuquerque where they make a
stereotyped product. But the important thing is that Indian people
have the skills for handiwork, and economic necessity has priority over
aesthetics if ways cannot be found to combine both. It is the old and
identical problem that artists and craftsmen face in our own society.
Many graduates of art schools cannot support themselves from their
handicraft and must take jobs in industry.
I have been told that the prize-winning Two Grey Hills rugs-much
sought after by collectors-are often not spun on the traditional Navajo .
spindle, but on sewing machine bobbins. If such means can be used in
the production of those rugs without destroying the overall effectother means can be introduced to make the craft of the rug weaver
a going concern, rather than a skill which is functional only to a
subsistence economy.
It is important to realize that what is a handicrafted Indian article
from the point of view of the tourist (who usually buys that article
because it is not manufactured in Jersey City, and because it has romantic appeal, and if well designed, aesthetic appeal as well) is regarded
quite differently by the Indian craftsman. For him it is strictly a commercial item. If he can find a quicker means of making more of the
same, he will do so. Also, for him, the arts tied to his religion-singing,
dancing, costumery, and chanting-are the arts from which he derives
most of his aesthetic satisfactions.
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The next twenty years are going to see even greater change in Indian
life. Every year more Indians are enrolled in public schools and in universities. The craftsman who takes a fine arts major in a university is
not likely to lose his Indian heritage as an artist if he is subjected to the
very best in design and techniques, and is exposed to the same traditions that artists and craftsmen are elsewhere. Furthermore, the well
educated Indian craftsman who is truly a fine artist wants to be judged
by the same standards as other artists-in terms of his mastery of his
media and the quality of his workmanship. If his work competes with
that of his fellow students on this basis, then in many cases he will
naturally tum to the design heritage of his own people.
Such shifts in craft technology and in the history of arts and design
are in keeping with the overall social and economic changes which
affect the lives of the Indian families to which the Indian artist is tied.
Culture must he viewed as a whole-with functional interconnections.
This is equally true of the culture that is undergoing change. It is when
art becomes disconnected from the social whole and from economic
life that there is cause for worry. There is nothing more pathetic,
nothing more wasteful of human resources, than the plight of many of
the Indian watercolor artists who today live in Santa Fe, Tucson and
elsewhere. Trained in ou:r Indian schools twenty years ago, they may
have known reservation life only as children, and know it only secondhand now, yet they must paint in a very stereotyped way or lose their
customers. A disturbing numher of them have become heavy drinkers.
They are punished if'they experiment-as true artists must. They are
forced to conform to the tourists' idea of how the Indian sees this
world around him. There are among Indian artisans some really outstanding artists-men and women who are truly creative as designers
and innovators in the fine arts field. They are artists who stand above
those who, with less ability, achieve recognition only as craftsmen.
Marla and the late Juli!m Martinez of San Ildefonso are such artists
-innovators with many followers. This is true in all societies. For every
Frank Lloyd Wright there are dozens of imitators, for every Charles
Eames and Dorothy Liebes, there are droves of followers.
In Indian society this obvious fact could be put to artistic and eco-nomic gain. It should be possible for these artists and for tribal
leaders working with consultants from fine arts departments in universities, and specialists in production and merchandising of handicrafts, to work together to encourage new craft developments. There
are hundreds of Papago women with great skills as basket weavers
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forced to earn a living as cotton pickers-and there they will soon be
driven out of work by machines-because their work is so time consuming as to be economically unprofitable to them (however, not to
the people who sell the few baskets they may make when at home). It
is feasible to think of these women as weavers of basket furniture which
has become popular, or other household items. Such might be produced on the reservation and not break up the family as crop-picking
does. And-this is an important point-the talented artists could help
design the product. So too with the rug weaver.
Economic and social forces are affecting the arts and crafts of the
Southwestern Indian just as these forces are changing the rest of Indian
life. The true artist lives on the growing edge of any society; he is an
inventor of new aesthetic forms which become the arts of tomorrow.
Tribal leaders, art educators and dealers must look to the future and encourage new art forms and means of production functional to changing
Indian life, if the arts and crafts of these people are to remain vital.
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